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ABSTRACT

The role of institutional research in policy analysis .

regard1ng the qperat1on(of a computer model for delivery of financial .
aid to disadvantaged s:udents is considered. A student financial aid-
model at Arizona State-University is designed to develop a profile of
late appliers for. aid funds and also those who file inaccurate or

incomplete applications. The unmet financial need of these students
is then projected for the various campus-based aid programs, allowing
the aid officer to inventory and stockpile such funds to later serve

these students with special needs (usually disadvantaged students).

However, although disadvantaged students may have difficulty in
comgpleting accurate, t1ye1y aid applications, most institutions have
a fixst-come, first-served policy for obtaining financial aid.
Setting aside funds for late appliers involves many pragmatic, -legal,
and public relations matters. The jnvolvement of an institutional
research unit of any college using the model is likely to be central,
and exemplifies the-type of policy analysis implications inherent in
any research activity that affects social policy. To respond
effectively to the dilemmas identified,. institutional researchers
need to understand the decision-making framework and values of
decision makers at the college. (SW)
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- POLICY ANALYSIS IMPLICATIONS OF A MODEL TO. IMPROVE THE DELIVERY OF
- FINANCIAL "AID TO DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS

-

Robert H. Fenske and John D. Porter
AriZona State University
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This paper discusseé the potential role of institutional reseérch in
analysis of ‘the policy inplications ofioperating a computer model designed to
. imprové the delivery of financial did to disadvantaged students. The
discussion is presented in thnee sections. - The first describes the development
9f a Camputer mdde] to impcove the delivery of finencial aid to disedvantaged
' students. The second explores the significant “institutional policy
implicatiops of operating the model. The finpal section outlines the potential

role of 1nst1tutiona1 research -in analysis of the policy 1mp11cations.

Deve]opment of the Student Financ1a1 Aid Model ' : ‘ IS

The Ford Foundation (1981) recently reported
1/

Billions of federal, state and 1nst1tutiona1 funds have been °
spent during the past decade to remove financial barriers
facing individuals seeking a college education., Yet young
people from low-income families are still less’than half as
likely to enroll in college as their ¢ounterparts from high-
income families.....One factor that may impede educationatl
access and opportunity for urban low-income and minority
students is the complexity of the financial aid system
itself,.....Many students and parents face multiple
applications, complex terminotogy, and different schedules
and proecedures in different programs (p. 8).

The report stated that a dispropertionately’ high number of low-income and
minority &$tudents fail to cope successfully with application complexity and
deadlines, and concluded that: "Delays or late filing can effectively preclude

a student fromsreceiving aid (especially'scholarShips and grants) since many
4 * 1 - ,
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states and institutions canndt assist all eligible students, and stop making
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awards when funds run out (p. 15)." - _ .
As if in anticipation of the findings and recommendations of the College
Board and the Ford'Foundatianras cited above, John D. Parker, then Di[ector of

’ o
Institutional Studies and Planning at.Arizona State Untversity, proposed a

,project to the Fund for the Improvement  of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) that '

would attempt to a]leviate the problem in large public urban-universities.“ The
proposal was accepted and funds granted for a three-year project (#1166H20303)
which began September 1, 1980.

Essentially, the thrust of the main project is aimed at enaniﬁg large
universities to develop a profile of 1ate appliers for aid funds and also thgse
who file jnaccurate,_incomplete, or erroneous applications. The unmet
finencial need of these students is then projected for the various campus-based
aid programs, a]]owing the aid officer to inventory and stockpile such funds to

- later serve theseé students with special needs (usually d1sadvantaged students).

\ 4

The setting for deve]opment of the mode] is Arizona State Un1vers1ty, an
urban.campus of over 38,000ahich is experiencing a moderate rate of growth.

In addition, the proportion of students from an ethnic/minority group and/or an

economically disadvantaged group’is increasing. Currently, students who are
among the first to apply for financial assistance have the best chance to

receive an award, but disadvantaged students often appT§ late or submit

\

* ‘incomplete or incorrect app11cat1on forms.

¥ The model as developed in the proposal considers the situation descr1bed

W

“above as,ﬁ classic inventory problem. In this case, the inventory is availaple

student financial aid funds, énd the problem is to maintain the inventory at a

sufficient balance to provide aid to those who need it most -and to‘ﬁtilize all

funds by the end of the funding cycle so that subsequentoalldcations‘will not .

.
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be reduced beceuse of nonexpenditure. The research design- 1ncorporated a

,‘three-year base of h1stor1ta1 data on applicants for student financial aid at

¢ i
Ar1zona State Un1verS1ty. Information was included describing the date on

which the app]ication was initiated, whether or not tthe application was
B ) ;
returned because of incomplete or inaccyrate information, and whether or not

the applicant received funds. Also included was idformatjon‘on the socio-

economic and demographic background of the student. This,information;indicates

[

that a disporportionately high number of those who did not receive funds failed
to receive aid because of late, incoﬁplete, aﬁd/inaccutéte apolications. These

students were also from families in the lowest soo}b-economic levels, and often

K}

from ethnit/racia] minority groups.

®
£l

A composite proflle of these student and the amount of their unmet needs

was proJected 1nto the app11cat1on cycle that occurred during the second year
/

of the grant. Dur1ng this test year of the model, an apriori system was °

<

developed that simulates withholding certain amounts of fund# to meet the needs

of disadvantaged students who apply latk.

Before considering the impact of late applications on the awarding of

-

student financial aid, it is important to understand the types of aid that can
[ ]

be'packaged to.meet student need. NatigQnwide, two distinct patterns of

- Y

assistance constitute the f1nanc1aT aid system. The first component of the
system, which generates the maJor1ty of student aid funds, is prov1ded and
controlled by sources outsige of the 3institution. The .date by which
applications must be filed and’the size ot the award is under the sofe,
discretion of the extna-institutional'soorce ofg?ach aid in this category, that

,

is, these programs operate independently of institutions. - Examples of
\
extra-institutional aid includes the Pell Grant program (formerly termed the

Basic Educational Opportumity Grant program), an entitlement program under the




.

’sponso?;hip pf the federa] government, and thstuaranteed Studeﬁt»Loan (@SL)‘
. program, in which commercial 1endgrs pFOV{dngEpayab1e loans te students.
These th 1ar§e federal programs (the Pell and'GSL) together prov{de the
majority of student financial aid funds from all sources. h
. %he second.componéﬁt of the'financial aid system is under direct control of
| ingtitutions. Financial aid in this component inciude athletic scholarships,
~academic scholarships, and-the federally-funded campug-based aid programs.
Eligibility for the campqs-based aid programs is based solely on financial
need, however, this factor may be only oné of several criteria for academic or
. ath]etic.sého]arships. Because of the need-based eligibility criterion and the
diééretion that institutional financial aid personnel exercise in distributing .
the three campus-based aid programs, they are logical startiné points from ‘
which to begin a:‘investigation'into the equitable distribution of aid for late
app]icaéts. |

Students initially denied aid because of late applications may uitimately
receive financial, aid. . The assistance they receive may be é*tra-institutiona]

’ aid and/or campus-based aid. vFinancia] aid offices are obligated to process
app11cat1ons for Peil Grants and GSL program at any time dur1ng the academic
year. ,Moreover, unob11gated balances may occur in many of the campus -based ‘
programs and, when this becomes apparent to financial aid personnel, .students
who were formerly denied can be assisted.

The purpose of the model is to provide:an accuratfg timely. and orderly
process by which té invéntory the available funds through the ahqya] funding
cycle and to match these with the balance of unmet need that occurs during the
year, whether or not such unmet need results from~1éte% inaccurate and

» ’

incomplete applications.

- .




During the third and final year of the project, the model was tested and

incorporated into the large étudent financial aid system being developed by the

packaging routine of the owerﬂll financial aid system and, by the end of the “

.

\
| |
computer systems office of the university. The model articulates with the
. | i
project in September, 1983, will become-an integral part of the university's |

) |

operation. -

.

The- FIPSE projecc also has a continuing emphasis on dissemination of the’
mode] and its potenpial'benefits to other i;stitutions. During the course of |
- the project, the neé&s of disadvantaged students in small colleges with limited-"
¢omputer cabacipy alggtbecame apparent. An opportunity arose to develop
software usable on thevtypical minicomputer increasingly beijng purghased by
~small colleges, both two-year community colleges and privafe 1iperal arts‘
colleges. Dﬁring March and April of the final grant year, the re;ulting
program operable on several popular types'of minicompéke5s was validated and

s

written as a training module specifically for small-college student financial

aid officers with minimal computer background. Essentially, this development

universities.

Institutional Research and the Policy Implications of the Model

! >

i
of software parallels the thrust of the main project aimed at large ’

In rectifying a Spgcific problem, the solution (as is so often the case |
with programs in the ;pcial policy a[ea) may create a new and unintended set of -
adminfstrative problems for the institution whigg«may'equal or even excegd the
seriousness of the original problem. “

The involvement of an institutional research unit of "any college or ’
unjversity using the model described above is likely to be quite central, and
ex:hplifies the type of policy analysis implications inherent in anytresearch

activity which affects sqcial pqlicy. Involvement is likely because very few




5 student financial aid offices have the researchlcépability necessary to develop
" the model--although once developed and tested, the model can be incorporated
~ into the need analysis-packag}ng-disbursement routines of fhe financial aid
| computer programs. . As indicated in the previous section, éhe model requires
that a statiistical p(ofi]e be developed of applicants who file late, or with
incomplete, inaccurate or otherwiseﬁ“unpréccessab]e" forms. Ih most colleges
and universities the institutional r;ZZchh unit is (or at least should be) the
natural source of assistance for the student aid office. In developing éhd
testing a model; the institutional research unit can become involved (and

<

perhaps unwillingly identified)kﬂwi}h some sticky policy dilemmas. The
apﬁropriate term here is dilehma; rather than problem, because while pEOb)ems
are capable of soluyign, dilemmas have only choices between more or 1less
painful alternatives. Consider some of the ;olicy,dlternatives in this
seemingly innocuous quest to redress some inequities inherent in the typical -

»

institutional student aid process.

! : .

This model Jllus&p?tes the interaction between contract research of'the
type often sought by institutions and the policy impiications of the results of
such research for the ins%j;ution. Contract research is usually quite focused,
since it is typically/fﬁ;ded by a single agency or foundation with a 1imiteg
agenda for use of ié§~resources. .In this gase, FIPSE has a very broad agenda,

. buE_thevproposals which come to it are for discrete projects, typically carried
out witﬁin a single ,institution. The project described in thé%pre&eding
section was developed to deal with a specific problem in a single institution,
with the expectation that a successful project could be generalized to other

institutions. In this case, the "fallout" 'of policy implications for the

institution is interesting, indeed.
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Because\the federal campus-based programs typically fall short of meeting
the tptal unmet need of students apblying for aésiétance, impfoving the -
de]ive?y to any specific group tends to decrease'thg,avai]abi]ity of funds for .
all othgr groups. The stated target groups of the campus-baséd programs are

" &
disadvantaged youth. = Yet, under Fhe first-come, first-sefved policy in

+

operation §% most institutions, and approved by the U.S. Department of
Education, these types of students are poorly served because disproportionately
large numbers of"them apply late, or with inaccurate or incomplete forms.that ‘
cannot be proressed during the normal cycle. Often such applicants have
probiems with complicated forms, have little family support in applyiné fgr

such funds, and in general beécome discouraged by the process, especially when

they learn when manyfﬁthers of their group were nbt'awarded funds because of

these problems. Legal and public relations problem§ may arise when it becomes
known that the proposed model withholds funds for those who'apply late in thé
cycle. | |

One advantage of the firét-come, first-served system is that it can to some
extent avoid political and legal problems by ‘placing the burden for successful
apblication equally on all students. The issue of potential inequity arises
when it can be shown that the normg] applfcation process le;sens'the.
probability of award to disadvantaged students. Thjainequity becomes ironic,
and also a potential volatile political probleTJ’Qhen one considers that
disadvantaged students were the original imp]icit target group of the student
aid programs when they were created.

But by redressing the apparent inequity, another may be created.when it can

be shown that setting aside funds for late appliers can potentially deprive

some students who apply within stated deadlines. This can occur whenever




calculated ffnanciaL need of the total applicant poof exceeds the funds
available in any given funding cycle of the campus-based programs.

We can consider the implications of the dilemma at two levels. The first
level, is more pragmatic and relates to legal and ‘public relations matters. .

First, it is essential that the institution's student financial aid program
remain in legal compliance with all of the federal and other regulations
governing awarding, disbursement and control of funds. In the case of Qge
proposed model, the institution will remain in compliance if the target gfcua
(disadvantaged students who are denied funds under nofdal operation of the
institution's student aid prqgess) is identified ‘as a special class of
qualdfied récipients on an apriori basis. Then, specially earmarked funds can
be used to serve those groups. However, the regulations have nothing to say
about how thehinstitutipn'handles the practical interdal problems of this
strategy. Legal cdmpliance is determined’on a case-by-case basis by federal
bureaucrats;w”/}he reghlations applying to Title IV student aid funds are
interaally inconsistent,. and subject to constant change caused by new
legislation, administrative and personnel changes, varying and often
conflicEjng intenprefations by different levels of the bureaucracy, and
continwing 1égai and technida] challenges by institutions and public .and
private agencies. Bureaucracies typically a}e able to define noncompliance
easier than definihg a course of action as being in compliance, since the
latter implies a certain freedom of action that may well lead to probléems
further down the road.

Once 1egaT compliance (or at least the absence of nonco;pliance) is

determined, the first iogistical problem to be encountered is the matter of how

visible and open the model's process should be to goncérned constituencies.

The experienced administrator and researcher will opt. for candor and honesty,

8




\
if only for professional and moral integrity reasons. If these reasons are not

persuasive, the experienced administrator also knows that s?meoné is likely to
figure out that if funding is not increased, but late appliers are awarded
funds that had been denied them under the former procedures, then that money
must come from the funds previously distributed exclusively to those who
applied on time. The public relations problem calls for some de]icacy. Shoutd
an appeal be made to the sense of altruism on the part of the regular appliers?
Should an appeal be made to their sense of noblesse oblige?

Then, the problem arises of actual logistics--how is the stockpiling of{
funds to be done? Assume that 15% of the campus-based program funds must be
stockpi]éd‘for the target group; should all of the normal recipients be
asssessed 15% of the award indicated bykthe standard assessméht"bf their
financial need? A new in;quity might be created. Fifteen percent of a $300
Special Educational Opportunity Grant might .represent the marginal difference
between dropping out or staying fh 5chool forla recipient who is at the limit
of his financial resourgés, but 15% of a $3,000 loan is less likely to be that
critical margin. Therefore, should a sliding scale be used, perhaps like a
progressive tax? Or should certain applicants from the normal group be singled
out for total denial in order to reach the 15% needed. If SO0, on what Sasis?
Perhaps a more palatable solution than either of these would be to use the
model to estimate the amouq; negded for stockpiling, and allocate that amount
" before the awardipg process begins to those who apply on time. But, ipso
facto, there wi}l be a shortfall of 15% before the normal deadline occurs, thus
penalizing those,who applied bgfore the dead]ﬁng, but~not.ggi£§'ear1y enough;
The immediate reactions of the“applicants thus denied is predictable, as is the

stampede the‘folldwing year amgng the kﬁowledgeab]e repeater applicants.
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Perhaps all three of these strategies are Simp]y unpalatable, and are seen

as creating more of a problem than the original inequity-. In other words, the

-

] - .
decision might be to climb back on the first horn of the dilemma and beg of f

with the standard excuses and buck-passing: "It's not ou; fault we have to

impose these deadlines; why doesn't the federa] government fund these programs - &
on an entitlement basis like the EPe]] Grants? Sure, helping the
minority/disadvantaged student was clearly the implicit goal of these programs
originally, and are a-di;proportionate number of those closed out by the

complexity and de§§1inesn of the system, but it's not our fault the °

lowest-income students have the most difficu?:y coping. We didn't create the

complicated forms and tight schedules; we are just the mechanics who operate »
the system." And so.forth. But will these "explanations" mollify the
increasingly militant and sophfsticated leaders of the groups who seek to
represent the students disenfranchised under the firstecome,'first-served
system?

Consider another, more intriguing level of policy analysis potentially \
generated by the proposed model. If the institutional research used in
developing a model can identify a targei group of especially ﬁeedy
minority/disadvantaged students, then it can just as well identify other
groups. Why not groups of students that, while not particularly fu]f{lling to ~
a sense of a]truism; may be much more beneficial in an ﬁnst:umental way ég the
institution's goals% For a somewhat contrived but not 1mp1ausib1e example, say
a huge new incentive "fund for éxce]]ence" is to BZHaWarded by a major
foundation to colleges that enroll a. certain quota of Hispanig-surnamed
students who score in the top 10% of college aptitudé tests. Why not lavish =~ |
discretionary (institutional/private and campus-based program) aid funds on
such students to entice them on tampus? Depriving a few other perhaps more

3 ¢
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needy students in the process world bé unfoktuqate, but the short-term gain
for the institstion if the foundatfon funds are‘won by this strﬁtegy would be
well worth it (a]though the students thus der1ved of aid may- not appreéﬁate
the magn1f1cence of their sacr1f1ce)

Or how:about strateg1es that enhance the ]ong-term.ﬁénefits to £he
1ns£itution? Why not have the %nstitutiom&] research unit develop a proflle )
of potential "good aluhhi"? Some“simple descriptive and corre]atiﬁnal;f”
techniques could identify thosg who (1).persist and succeed to graduationlﬁith
a minimal use of institutiona} resources‘jike remedial progréms and discre-

tionary aid, and (2) become alumni who are well enough satisfied with the

institution to donate funds and recruit new students. Discretionary student

aid dollars diverted away from "problem" students and targeted to entice

3

potential benefactors will, over the long run, pay the institution, not cost
it. The practical benefits of such a strategy may outweigh the moral probiems
as tar as the institution is céncerned, but what about t?e‘donors of the
aiscretionary aid funds, both nublic and private, who had such simple gdaks in
mind as helping financially needy students to attend college? |

Role of Institutional Research in Anaryzing Policy Implications

Tﬁé\€011cy implications of the unforeseen potential "side-effects" of the
project ddscribed 1n ‘the preceding sect10ns raise interesting questions

concerning the role ot the institutional researcher ineresolving these issues.
. . L

Also, the ¢kills and implications of becoming involved in resolution of the

issues brings a new dimension to institutional research.
This paper extends the theme suggested in two earlier papers presented at
_g of these, by Fenske and Pawxker

(ent1t]ea:”A Model for Institutional Policy Analysis: The Case of Student

11
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F1nanc1a| Aid) suggested that "Ihe acceptance of a policy analysis for the
profess1on ot institutional research would have several implications:

(1) reduction in the.volume of descr1ptive work, e.g., questionnaires, routine
information requests: (2) increased effort in the development of new.data
squrces aad new ana]ycic capab1|itie§; (3) the use of a problem criterion for
the acceptance ot a work request, e,g » 1s there a decision to be made, who is
the decision-maker; (4) the use of a pccb!em focus and problem 0r1entat10n in
conceptualizing and designing work act1v1ty, e.g., does the decision- maker
have a clear understanding ot the prob]em, what are the objectives, what are

the alternatives; and (5) access to decision-makers and to data sources must
be assured."
The second paper by Parker and Fenske (entitlea "Policy Analysis: The

New Reality for Institutional Research) suggestea that "for the 1980's the

most viable and dynamic role for institutional research will be in providing

institutiona} leaders with policy-relevant knowledge in ordek;that they may
become more effective participants in the policy proceés."

The illustrative examplexin cheibresent paper, combined with the points
raised in the preceding two papers, suggests that-institutional research, | '
where it occurs as a vital function (as d1st;%ct from routine or mechanical .
actixjty) will invariably be 1nv01vec in policy analysis. However, tdnéerve
the iagtitution effectively 1n this role,«the institutional researcher needs
new and different skills, | .

First, the 1nst1tut1ona1 researcher needs to recognize the policy
implications of projects 1n which he/she becomes involved. It is best if

recognition occurs in the beginning stages of the project, and strategies

developeﬁ}tn deal with the consequences. In some cases, the problem may be .
L : . "ﬂ

-
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resolved through an entireTy different approach- than originally Suggesteg‘by

the user.

To bring sugh skiT]s to any ngt]em, today's institutional researcher
. Aeeds a much broader background tﬂan offered By traditional institutional
research activities, 'Nithoﬁt tn1e background, some issues may go completely
1 . undetected until the consequences.’become apparent. ‘
This may indicate that whi]e.technica1 skills, such_gs quantitative
research tools and data process1ng expertise may be 1mportant in success in
entry- -level 1nst1tut1ona1 research positions, success at higher positions will
go to those whose experience encompasses many operational areas in the nsti-
;tutionab As always, intormation is power, and Those wﬁo‘can'ana]yze or
recognize policy implications bdst are those whose know]edge of the concerns
and problems of the 1pstitution is the bygbadest. A e
Second, to respond effective]y:to tpe dilemmas identif1ea, the thstity-
tional researcher needs an understanding of the decision-making f:amework
within tbe'institution; the va]ues of the dec1;16n-maker§; and the political
power bases that impact the viabi1ity of possible alternatives' coming out of
the pol1cy analysis. In this role the institutional researcher deals with
_ users who may not agree with his/her analysi§ of the policy implications and,
therefore,cmust walk a "tight rope" to deve'lop alternatives that minimize
conflict, whiie-accomp]ishing the profett in the most beneficial manner to the
institution. In this role, naivete of analysis may aoom the project and
certainly the effect1veness of the institutional researcher,
¥ It is apparent that the role just described is a role not all in the
profess1on will w1sh to fili; certainly not all 1nst1tut1ona1 researchers are
prepared for this role. However, it is the contention of this paper ana the
. \ k\\\
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two preceding papers (referred to above), that policy analysis;is becoming an
unavoidable part of the functions of the institutional reZearcher. Even if

there is an attempt to avoid this role, the inexperienced will quickly learn ,

that-‘the complexity of today's higher education institutions will result in <{’m
similar ditemmas arising regardless. Those who can d%a1 with these issues

will earn the respect of those administrators responsible for policy making in °
”»

the 1ns%itution. He/she will become an active member of a policy council and

management team. ’
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